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What did the President not know?

By Daniel Schorr

Washington
RESIDENT Reagan raised an important issue
when he said of Lt. Col. Oliver North, the dis-
charged White House aide who managedtheclan-
destine Nicaragua and Iran operations “My only criti-
cism is that I wasn't told ev.
hrasmgSen.HowardBakersfaxmusW
question, “What did the President know and when did he
know it?” the question now is, “What did the President
not know and why did he not know it?”

Surely Mr. Reagan knew that Colonel North, a favor-
ite of his, a sort of Rambo surrogate known for his
involvement in risky secret ventures, would resort to
unconventional means to accomplish presidential ends.

The President knew that North had ridden herd, for
the White House, on the mining of Nicaragua’s harbors in
1984. He knew that, when Congress banned military aid
to the Nicaraguan contras, he had encouraged North to
seek private and foreign assistance to keep supplies
flowing until the administration could induce Congress
to reverse its decision.

Reagan knew - perhaps not in great detail - that his
mdehadmgedtomaﬁeamtworkofmﬂlm'yﬁ'imds
from Vietnam days - including two retired major
als, JohnSmglaub Army, and Richard Secord, Axrl"ome
—tomsethemomyandchartertheplanesﬂmdehv-
ered arms to the Ni insurgents.

The President knew, too, that when Robert McFarlane
left the post of nanonal-secunty assistant in December
1986, North would take over the plan for arms deliveries
to Iran, which became formalized in an “intelligence
finding” signed by the President on Jan. 17, 1986.

The President thus created a pocket covert action
facility within the National Security Council to manage
secret missions. What, then, was it that he did not know?

Presumably, he did not know the ingenious way that
North arranged to advance his two assignments by link-
ing them together. That is, a markup on weapons for Iran
would be used to finance the contras. Reagan, had he
known, might have enjoyed the irony of making
Ayatollah Khomeini an “angel” for the contras.

Why did the President not know about the plan that
he now calls “seriously flawed'™? Because the managers
of secret projects know the importance of maintaining
presidential “deniability” about impropriety. Presidents
often state their wishes in general; others implement.

President Kennedy talked to his aides about “getting
rid of”’ Premier Fidel Castro. There were at least eight
Central Intelligence Agency conspiracies between 1961
and 1965 to assassinate the Cuban leader.

A decade later, the CIA’s Richard Helms testified
before a Senate investigating committee, “I beliéve it was
thepohcyaxthenmemtrytogetndofCastm and if
luumhunwasoneofthethmsstobedonemthis
connection, that was within what was expected. . . . Any
of us would have found it very dmlculttodlscussassas-
sinations with the President of the United States. I
believeweallhadthefeelingthatwe'mlﬁmdtokeep
these things out of the Oval Office.”

Yet, the rigorous mvesugaﬁonum\edupml(enmdy
orderforassmmnon and all the late President’s inti-
mates testified that it was inconceivable that he would
have wanted such a thing.

Similarly, President Nixon, having raged about na-
tional-security leaks, professed not to know about the
ﬂlegalwiretapcmdbmk—imempbyedhyt.l\e “White
House Plumbers” engaged to plug such leaks. And, hav-
ing demanded “total intelligence” about the Democrats,
heseemedsurpmedtobamfaboutlmzabruk-kmnDemo-

cratic headquarters in June o:

Without seeking to press the analogy too far, it must
be noted that Presidents Kennedy, Nixon, and Reagan
shared an impatience with the cumbersome procedures
of government and improvised their own machinery for
direct action. Undoubtedly, all of them were convinced
they were exercising some mystical “inherent powers”
in the national-security interest.

There is something disingenuous about making Adm.
John Poindexter and Colonel North walk the plank for
the Iran-Nicaragua caper. What did President Reagan
think would happen when he created a pocket CIA in the
White House basement to evade the rules and sidestep
the mandates of Congress?

Daniel Schorr, who wrote for The Christian Sci-
ence Monitor from the Benelux countries more than
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National Public Radio.
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